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Roles of Religious Guides in Tourism:
A Qualitative Study from Japan
Ricardo Nicolas Progano
Wakayama University, Japan
nprogano@wakayama-u.ac.jp

Pilgrimage travel has become an important element in contemporary tourism, as visitors flock to
sacred locations (UNWTO, 2015). However, some aspects of pilgrimage travel remain relatively
understudied, with one of them being the roles of guides in these locations. Based on previous
academic works, the present study aims to bridge this gap by analysing the role of religious
figures who engage in guiding activities aimed at the general public. For this, Shippōryū-ji, a
Shugendō temple located in Japan, is presented as the case study. As previous research on the
subject is scarce, a qualitative approach was deemed suitable. Utilising interview questions based
on earlier studies, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews in Japanese with religious
guides in the sampled temple. These findings were complemented with data derived from semistructured interviews with the temple’s authorities, participant observation of the guiding activities,
and documents obtained from the temple. Findings are discussed in light of previous research on
guiding and religious figures in tourism. Conclusions show that the pre-modern roles discussed
by Cohen (1985) were prevalent among interviewees, showing their importance in contemporary
religious tourism. Implications for policy-makers are presented as well, such as the importance of
understanding the role of religious guides in order to evaluate visitor expectations and satisfaction,
as well as the potential for authenticity-based policies. Finally, study limitations and opportunities
for future research are mentioned.
Key Words: pilgrimage tourism, guiding, authenticity, Japan

Introduction

Shippōryū-ji (七宝瀧寺), located in Osaka prefecture,
Japan. Through a qualitative analysis involving
participant observation, semi-structured interviews and
secondary documents, findings are discussed in relation
to previous studies.

Guiding is considered one of the oldest professions in
human history, with known antecedents going back
to Greece in the 5th century BCE (Weiler & Black,
2015). The seminal work of Cohen (1985) established
the foundations of modern academic study on tourism
guiding, particularly on the roles of guides. Since then,
different works have been published on the subject that
built on Cohen (1985)’s study (Weiler & Davis, 1993;
Howard et al., 2001; Pereira & Mykletun, 2012). Despite
the fact that pilgrimage leaders are mentioned to have an
important role as both pathfinders and mentors (Cohen,
1985), comparatively little in-depth research has been
done on religious figures (such as priests or monks) who
act as guides for visitors in contemporary tourism. As the
relationship between religion and tourism continues to
grow in both academic discourse and the tourism industry
itself, this topic requires further attention. Thus, this
paper aims to examine the role of religious figures in a
tourism setting and the case study is the Shugendō temple

Literature Review
Roles of the tourist guide
Cohen (1985) explains that the role of the modern
tourist guide is based on two historical antecedents. The
first one is the pathfinder, which leads followers across
geographical terrain that they do not know or through
a socially defined environment. Originally, pathfinders
were people with local knowledge, but no specialised
training. As travelling transformed, pathfinders took
up the role of guiding travellers with a special interest
in uncharted areas, becoming a specialised job. The
second antecedent is the mentor, which is developed
and institutionalised in religions where they serve as a
45
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Table 1: Five Tour Guiding Roles
Sphere

Outer-directed role

Inner-directed role

Leadership

Instrumental

Interactional

Mediatory

Social

Communicative

Resource Management (I)

Motivator

Interpreter

Resource Management (II)

Gatekeeper

Heritage interpreter

Promoter

Philanthropist

Economic Sphere

Adapted from Cohen (1985), Weiler & Davis (1993), Howard et al. (2001), Pereira & Mykletun (2012)

role promotes an understanding of environmental
issues to encourage long-term responsible behaviour.
Howard et al. (2001) expand on tour guide roles in a
cross-cultural context by stating that indigenous tour
guides incorporate a different resource management
sphere. Here, as gatekeepers (outer-directed), they may
restrict access through different ways to reduce the onsite impact caused by tourism, both environmental and
cultural. Indigenous tour guides also act as heritage
interpreters (inner-directed) of a site through their cultural
perspective, and challenge pre-conceived notions that the
tourists may possess. In this sense, the environment is
conceived as not only a physical but also a cultural place.
Pereira and Mykletun (2012) propose the economic
sphere, where tour guides act as promoters (outerdirected) by encouraging local businesses and product
development, and as philanthropists (inner-directed) by
creating philanthropic opportunities for visitors.

religious leader who guides the novice towards higher
spirituality. The ideal leader of a religious pilgrimage
combines both the pathfinder and mentor roles. Next,
Cohen (1985) continues to describe the modern tour
guide’s role through the framework of the leadership and
the mediatory spheres. These two spheres possess both
an inner-directed and outer-directed aspect, making up
for a total of four guide roles. In the leadership sphere,
the instrumental role (outer-directed), is focused on
geographical navigation, access, and safety. Next, the
interactional role (inner-directed) is focused on showing
the destination to the tourists in an organised way, as well
as avoiding threatening elements. In the second sphere, the
mediatory sphere, the interactionary or social role (outerdirected) is focused on entertaining the tourist group and
boosting its morale, as well as managing any tensions
and fostering cohesion. Finally, the communicative
role (inner-directed) focuses on facilitating encounters
with unfamiliar situations, disseminating accurate
information, and focusing on interesting points for the
tourists. Through this framework, Cohen provided an
analysis of the interrelationship between guides and
visitors.

The roles of the guide are not entirely objective, and it
is understood that mediation is not a harmonious or nonpolitical process, as the guides, guiding organisations or
government bodies may push for preferred narratives,
performances, and guide roles (Dahles, 2002; Mcdonald,
2006). For example, Dahles (2002) notes that the
Indonesian government regulates tour guiding narratives
through licensing schemes.

While Cohen’s framework is an important academic
contribution, it has been criticised for having limited
empirical testing and for not including any relationships of
tour guides to host communities, businesses, or the natural
environment (Weiler & Black, 2015). Still, this initial
work served as a valuable basis for later academics who
address some of its limitations. Weiler and Davis (1993)
conceive an additional resource management sphere with
a focus on the environment, adding the motivator (outerdirected) and environmental interpreter (inner-directed)
roles. The motivator role influences tourist behaviour and
its impact on the site, and the environmental interpreter

In their review of tourism guiding literature, Weiler and
Black (2015) note the different tourism genres studied,
and the religious one is an absent subject. Still, academic
literature mentions examples of visitor guiding in
pilgrimage. Feldman (2007) describes the importance of
the performance and narrative of tour guides in pilgrimage
sites for shaping the beliefs of not only their listeners but
of themselves. However, although the examined guides
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in these studies carry out their activities for pilgrims, they
are secular tour guides. Adriotis (2009), in his research
about the sacred shrines of Mount Athos (Greece), notes
that some monks act as experienced tour guides as they
provide visitors with stories about the monasteries and
direct them to sightseeing spots free of charge. Stausberg
(2011) explains that at religious sites, religious figures
often act as guides, or at least as representatives of their
institution. Aukland (2015) points out how commercial
and religious stakeholders collaborate through the
cooperation of guides and shops selling religious
paraphernalia. Banica (2016), through a case study in
Romania, notes new guiding patterns in pilgrimage due
to changing patterns in spirituality. For example, guiding
activities are mainly done by secular guides, while
theology students accompany them to act as legitimating
figures. Stausberg (2011) notes a similar case in South
Korea. Based on fieldwork on Hindu pilgrimages, Straub
(2016) notes that guides in pilgrimage may enhance the
pilgrim’s experience, or provide competitive discourses,
changing the visitors’ experience.
Delakorda Kawashima (2016) notes that secular guides
are expected by pilgrims to carry out management tasks,
while the clergy should be the sole authority in religious
matters. By having both a priest and a tourist guide
present, the pilgrims aim to have a relaxed pilgrimage,
legitimised by religious institutions. Still, when selecting
priests for guiding, theological knowledge is less
important than being able to connect and communicate
with people effectively. Valenta and Strabac (2016)
point out that professional guides present in developed
destinations help to smoothly accomplish the pilgrimage,
while non-professional guides and pathfinders in lessdeveloped locations are perceived as more authentic.
They also note instances of priests or ‘spiritual leaders’
acting as guides for pilgrims. Also, guides shift from
religious to secular guiding according to circumstances.
Becker (2018) describes the role of Muslim youth
organisations in carrying out tours to mosques in Europe,
and how guiding helps intercultural exchange, as well as
helping to embody and internalise one’s faith. Hellman
(2019), in his study about pilgrim guides in West Java,
Indonesia, notes that traditional religious figures not only
guide devotees across mountain paths and share historical
information about the locations but also guard holy sites,
as well as mediate between human and spiritual realms.
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In conclusion, religious figures in tour guiding, while
acknowledged, are still relatively understudied when
compared to other subjects in the literature. There is
also scarce research on their guiding roles. This is
surprising considering the importance of pilgrimagerelated destinations as valuable resources sought by both
domestic and international visitors (UNWTO, 2015),
as well as the increase in pilgrimage tourism studies
(Duran-Sanchez et al, 2018; Collins-Kreiner, 2020). This
research aims to cover this research gap utilising the case
study of the Shugendō experience program performed
by the Shippōryū-ji temple, located in Osaka prefecture,
Japan.
Outline of Shugendō and its relationship with tourism
The semi-legendary ascetic En no Gyōja (役行者)
is traditionally revered as Shugendō’s founder and is
believed to have lived during the Asuka period (538 –
710 CE). However, the basis of Shugendō (修験道) is
believed to antecede Buddhism’s arrival to Japan in 552
CE and received throughout history various influences
from Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism. By the end
of the Heian period (794 – 1185 CE), Shugendō emerged
as a syncretic religious system. Central to Shugendō is the
performance of pilgrimage in different sacred mountains,
which are believed to symbolise spiritual realms inhabited
by Buddhas, gods, and spirits, by its practitioners, called
yamabushi (‘those who dwell / deeply bow or worship the
mountain’ - 山伏) or shugensha (‘those who accumulate
power’ – 修験者) (Miyake, 1966; Swanson, 1981; Gorai,
2008).
In these sacred locations, the yamabushi perform different
rituals and ascetic practices to acquire a supernatural
power called gen (験), as well as to awake their inner
Buddha-Nature, the essence of all existence, during this
life (sokushin sokubutsu – 即身即仏). In pre-modern
times, supernatural powers would also be used for the
benefit of society, as yamabushi would go down the
mountains and visit communities to provide them with
religious services, such as talismans and ceremonies
(Miyake, 1966; Koizumi, 2001; Suzuki, 2015). Yamabushi
are easily recognised by their traditional garments called
hōe (法衣), which have symbolic meanings, and also
show the yamabushi’s rank and affiliated Shugendō
branch. Experienced yamabushi act as guides known as
47
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Figure 1: Location of Shippōryū-ji Temple

Source: Google Maps

This modern conception of Shugendō can be attributed to
the spread of non-institutionalised spirituality, as well as
the loss of the traditional relationship between yamabushi
and rural villages in modern Japan (Okamoto, 2015;
Amada, 2018, 2019). Shugendō-related sites and rituals
have also been re-conceptualised as ‘traditional Japanese
culture’ and designated as tangible and intangible heritage
by both domestic and international organisations, further
increasing their utilisation for tourism (Suzuki, 2015)
as seen in other studies (Di Giovine & Garcia-Fuentes,
2016). Despite these designations, conservation and
continuation of Shugendō practice are at stake due to
the aging of Japanese society, particularly in rural areas
where sacred peaks are often located (Suzuki, 2015).

sendatsu, religious guides who lead believers through the
mountainous pilgrimage routes, performs rituals for them,
and provide lodging for a fee. Because of their activities,
they also helped to spread the belief in different deities
and sacred sites across Japan. Some sendatsu would
also play important roles during ascetic activities aimed
exclusively at yamabushi (Harigaya, 1986).
In contemporary Japan, Shugendō is also involved
in tourism development; however, there are some
differences in its portrayal. As mentioned before, the
traditional narrative describes the yamabushi entering
sacred mountains to perform sacred rituals and austerities
to acquire supernatural powers and reach Buddhahood.
While this narrative is still in existence in religious
institutions, Shugendō is currently portrayed in media
and tourism as a way of self-discipline through rigorous
rituals, as well as a way to commune with nature for
nostalgic urbanites. It is also seen as a way to promote
self-reflection and gratitude to the gods (Nakai, 2011;
Amada, 2018, 2019). On the other hand, traditional
narratives related to symbolic death and rebirth are now
downplayed, and certain rituals have been shortened
(Miyake, 2001).

Some Shugendō temples arrange certain religious
traditions into programs for the general public who
wish to undergo a Shugendō experience. As its name
implies, the focus of the experience programs is not so
much to learn about Shugendō’s historical development
or doctrinal tenets, but to bodily experience mountain
pilgrimage practices. The physically demanding and
risky nature of Shugendō practice, which includes
hiking through steep mountain trails or rituals such as
48
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suspending oneself from a high cliff using ropes called
nishi no nozoki (‘glimpse to the West’ – 西の覗き),
naturally lends itself to physical experience rather than
academic expositions. Still, it is important to remember
that these practices have symbolic meanings and are not
simple daring acts (Miyake, 2001).

Methodology
Shippōryū-ji temple is located in the Inunaki-yama
mountain of Izumisano city, Osaka prefecture, Japan.
The temple is the 8th station of the Katsuragi 28-station
pilgrimage, which consists of 28 sacred sites where
copies of the Lotus Sutra are buried (Gorai, 1989; Tarui,
2001), following the 28 chapters of said scripture.
According to traditional narratives, Shippōryū-ji was
founded in 661 CE by En no Gyōja when he was 28 years
old and is mainly dedicated to Fudōmyō (不動明王), a
wrathful Buddhist deity especially revered in this religion
(Anami, 1986; Gill, 2012). In Shippōryū-ji, Fudōmyō is
also worshipped in its Kurikara Fudōmyō incarnation (
倶利伽羅不動明王), which is represented as a dragon
enveloping a fiery jewelled sword. The ascetic practices
at Shippōryū-ji are centred around its seven sacred
waterfalls located in nearby mountains. According
to tradition, each of these waterfalls was consecrated
to one of the Seven Gods of Luck by the renowned
Buddhist monk Kōbō-Daishi. During their practices, the
yamabushi traverse two main mountain circuits located
in Inunaki-yama, Omote Gyōba (Front ascetic space –
表行場) and Ura Gyōba (Back ascetic space – 裏行場),
which contain locations for specific ascetic practices and
rituals. Apart from yamabushi, Shippōryū-ji also has
Buddhist monks (sōryo – 僧侶), who have a different set
of religious duties and do not perform asceticism. The
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presence of both monks and yamabushi in a single sacred
location originates from the pre-modern structure known
as issan soshiki (organisation under one mountain – 一
山組織), in which various religious groups coexisted
in the same geographical area under the authority of a
religious leader known as bettō (別当) (Miyake, 1999).
However, the head authorities of Shippōryū-ji, including
its chief abbot (kanchō – 管長), are required to have both
yamabushi and Buddhist training to achieve their rank.
Yamabushi are organised in confraternities called kō (講),
under the guidance and supervision of a leader (kōmoto
– 講元) who supervises their training and acts as their
religious mentor.
While Inunaki-yama continues to be an active place
for religious practices, it also constitutes an important
asset for Izumisano city’s tourism development. The
mountain contains hot springs (a rare resource in Osaka
prefecture), hiking trails, nature, and cultural heritage
based on history and local traditions. Shippōryū-ji itself
is an attractive tourism destination, thanks to its religious
significance, beautiful natural location and accessibility.
The chief abbot of the temple is part of Izumisano’s
tourism association and collaborates with its activities.
While Shippōryū-ji is visited for sightseeing, one of its
most unique visitor activities is the Shugendō experience
program (修行体験 – shugyō taiken), which is carried
out every third Sunday of the month, except November
to February when there is no program offered. Its length
is approximately 4:30 hours, from 8:50 am to 1:30 pm.
Unlike other Shugendō sites such as Mount Omine,
Shippōryū-ji has both male and female yamabushi, and
both genders can participate too. According to the chief
abbot, the program started as a way to reconnect younger
generations to the merits of hardship (kurō - 苦労) and

Table 2: Practices During Shippōryū-ji’s Experience Program
Practice

Description

Kigan (祈願)

Prayers asking the gods for safety before departure.

Kusariba (鎖場)

Climb steep rocks using chains.

Ari no Dowatari (蟻の戸渡)

Walk narrow mountain paths.

Nishi no Nozoki (西の覗き)

Confess one’s faults while being suspended head-on from a high
cliff.

Tainai Kuguri (胎内くぐり)

Go through a tight and dark rock tunnel.

Takigyō (滝行)

Waterfall ascetic practice.

49

Progano

Roles of Religious Guides in Tourism: A Qualitative Study from Japan

challenge, because contemporary life is perceived as
being too dependent on artificial comfort and passive
entertainment. Still, participants are encouraged to find
their own personal meanings. During the experience
program, members of a kō lead the participants through
steep mountain paths in Omote Gyōba and assist them
in performing a predetermined set of ascetic practices,
which have symbolic importance associated with
Buddhist cosmology and practice (Shippōryū-ji, 2011):

view Omote Gyōba as a hiking course, but as a sacred
site. Because of its religious character, the program’s
contents follow religious traditions and not necessarily
visitor preferences, in contrast to other guiding activities
(Weiler & Davis, 1993). The program ends by returning
to Shippōryū-ji, where each participant is awarded a
completion certificate stamped by the chief abbot.

While a detailed explanation of each practice is
outside this study’s scope, according to Shippōryū-ji’s
authorities, the program symbolises traditional themes of
death and rebirth: participants enter the spiritual world
of the mountain, experience a symbolic death, are reborn
and purified, and then return to society. These themes are
explained in detail in an internal publication of the temple
(Shippōryū-ji, 2011). In this sense, the temple does not

Firstly, semi-structured interviews with Shippōryūji’s religious authorities were carried out in Japanese
during 2020 to further understand the contents of the
experience programs, and how yamabushi guiding is
understood and managed. The researcher’s visits to
Shippōryū-ji helped to identify gatekeepers and slowly
gain their cooperation while obtaining information and
doing in-site observations, in line with suggestions

Research Methods

Figure 2: Yamabushi Guiding Visitors During the Experience Program

Photo by Author.
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from previous research on fieldwork with religious
organisations (Kawulich, 2005; Gregg & Scholefield,
2015). Understanding the temples’ culture, as well
as their stance towards both academic research and
tourism was essential for the following fieldwork. In the
researcher’s experience, religious institutions may be
distrustful of both academic and tourism organisations,
as they regard them as ‘outsiders’ who do not have a
deep knowledge of their traditions or seek to commodify
their religion. Additionally, in Shugendō’s case, it is
believed that, instead of abstract discussions about
religion, experience is the best way to obtain knowledge.
In this regard, the researcher’s previous participation in
Shippōryū-ji’s experience program in 2014 was valuable
for establishing rapport with the temple’s authorities.
Additionally, Izumisano’s Tourism Association, Cultural
Heritage Preservation Division, and Board of Education
were interviewed in 2020 to understand the Inunakiyama
area’s role in local tourism development and heritage
preservation.
Next, on October 19th, 2020, the researcher participated
in and completed the experience program to observe and
understand the program’s components and experience
first-hand the different roles undertaken by the yamabushi.
This would allow understanding of any discrepancies
in how the yamabushi perceive their roles and how
they enact them, as well as to add overlooked details
during the posterior interviews. This is important when
interviewing members of a religious organisation, who
tend to speak from an ‘official’ viewpoint. Thus, to obtain
complementary data, observation is a recommended
method (Gregg & Scholefield, 2015). Observation also
provided important points for constructing the interview
protocol for sampled yamabushi. The researcher’s role
was not concealed, as the yamabushi were informed
beforehand of his presence and research objective.
During observation, the researcher adopted an ‘observer
as participant’ stance, participating in the experience
program, but focusing on data collection (Kawulich,
2005). The yamabushi also allowed the researcher to take
photographs during the program. After the observations of
the experience program, field notes were taken to ensure
the whole experience was not lost in memory (Muhall,
2003). The researcher adopted a salient hierarchy
approach when writing field notes, giving priority to
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deviant or unexpected episodes (Wolfinger, 2002). Next,
seven yamabushi who performed guiding during October
2020’s experience program were interviewed in Japanese
on 14 February, 2021. Before the interview, participants
were handed an interview protocol explaining the
research theme and the interview’s purpose, to obtain
their informed consent. It is important to remark that only
their role during the experience program was inquired
about, as the perceived role of the yamabushi outside the
experience program is not part of the research scope.
As mentioned before, there are no systematic studies
published on the roles of religious guides to rely on.
Therefore, the seven yamabushi were asked an openended question, asking them to describe in detail what
they thought were their roles during guiding and provide
examples of this. They were also asked what they
thought was the program’s objective, as well as about
any training requirements needed to guide during the
experience program. Interviews were done in Japanese
and recorded. The data were later transcribed into digital
files by professional services to ensure quality. Thematic
analysis was then utilised to identify common themes
mentioned by the interviewees. This analysis was carried
out with the assistance of the NVivo Plus 12 software, a
CAQDAS (Computer Assisted / Aided Qualitative Data
Analysis Software), to increase reliability and facilitate
data management. To carry out the thematic analysis in
a clear way, the applicant adopted the six-step thematic
analysis suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006), which
has been previously used for tourism studies. Finally, both
findings from the fieldwork observation and thematic
analysis were discussed utilising previous academic
research on guiding (Cohen, 1985; Weiler & Davis,
1993; Howard et al., 2001; Pereira & Mykletun, 2015).
Translated quotes from the participants are included to
further illustrate the research findings.

Findings
While access to the Inunakiyama mountain for hiking is
permitted, Omote Gyōba is closed to the general public,
as it is potentially dangerous without the supervision of
experienced yamabushi. Reflecting this, the Inunakiyama
hiking course published by the Izumisano Tourism
Association does not include Omote Gyōba. Access to
ascetic sites is also discouraged due to religious reasons.
51
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This point regarding ceremonial roles is supported
by additional findings in both Shippōryū-ji’s internal
documents (Shippōryū-ji, 2011) and the author’s
observations during the experience program. The
author observed that the yamabushi carried out not only
mountain guiding but also rituals at specific points of the
program, such as before departure, at the entrances to
the mountain and the waterfall, and at the small shrine
inside the mountain itself. Finally, a yamabushi (n=1)
mentioned the importance of boosting the morale of
participants. The author observed several instances of
this during fieldwork as well:

For example, access to the ascetic waterfall (gyōsha no
taki - 行者の滝) is restricted to people who undergo
the experience program, because it is considered a
sacred space. Access is also restricted to avoid physical
accidents, as the waterfall is slippery and needs chains to
be climbed. Access to Omote Gyōba is similarly restricted,
as it is not only a sacred space but also a dangerous area to
traverse, as climbing requires the use of ropes and chains
to cross steep paths if one has no safety equipment. The
researcher observed instances of falling rocks during
fieldwork, further showing the hazardous nature of the
area. These dangerous aspects of the experience program
are also mentioned to participants before departure, and
it is emphasised that participants can quit at any time.
In this context, the yamabushi provide guidance and
assistance to ensure the safe completion of the program.
They also boost morale when participants have to face
the program’s difficulties and dangers by encouraging
them.

Definitely, we have to pay attention, talk and
calm them and take away their worries. I think
this is something important (Yamabushi N7).

During interviews, almost all interviewed yamabushi
(n=6) emphasised their role in caring for the participants’
safety during the experience program:
Safety... I think that is our main role when we
guide. We pay close attention to avoid accidents
or injuries (Yamabushi N2).
The main (role) is to climb up and come
down with no injuries. I think this is the first
requirement (Yamabushi N6).

As observed, providing safety was regarded by almost
all participants as their main role. Interestingly enough,
although the program takes place on a mountain, the
yamabushi did not provide any interpretation about its
natural importance. Likewise, no historical interpretation
is given on the site, although the religious significance
of certain parts of the program is briefly explained to the
participants. Still, no in-depth interpretation is given.
Also, religion-related roles were mentioned by the
interviewed yamabushi, although to a limited extent.

Discussion
Findings showed that the yamabushi regulate access to
certain sacred spaces for both religious and safety issues.
Access is restricted to avoid physical accidents, as, for
example, the waterfall is slippery and needs chains to
be climbed. Physical safety was also widely regarded
by the interviewed yamabushi as a central role during
the experience program. Finally, as one yamabushi
mentioned and the author observed during the program,
the yamabushi boost the participants’ morale and assist
them. In this sense, they closely follow Cohen (1985)’s
instrumental and interactional roles in the leadership
sphere, by granting access to the mountain, guiding the
participants in it safely and boosting their morale. The
roles described in the mediatory sphere were observed as
well, although with certain reserves due to the program’s
characteristics. Throughout the program, the yamabushi
are observed to play an interactional role between

Certainly, (our role) is to guide back safely all
the people who come (Yamabushi N7).
Other yamabushi (n=2) also mentioned their religious
role in performing rituals during the experience program:
We are roughly divided between those who pray
using scriptures and those who conduct the
prayer (Yamabushi N1).
Concerning the waterfall practice, this has been
a place of asceticism since ancient times, and
there are ceremonies for entering the waterfall
… We also learn the ceremonies and carry out
waterfall practices when the general public
comes to perform them (Yamabushi N2).
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the mountain and the participants, for both safety and
religious reasons. However, as the program takes place
in a non-populated area, interactions with locals are not
mediated. Also, while the yamabushi do provide site
information and interpretation, it is often brief as the
program is based on embodied experience.
As mentioned, it was observed that access to the
mountain is restricted for both religious and physical
reasons. Entering the mountain (mine iri - 峰入り) is
a central part of Shugendō, as mountains are believed
to be sacred realms; thus, requiring preparation rituals
and mediation by religious figures (Suzuki, 1987). The
researcher observed religious practices being carried
out before entering the mountain and the waterfall,
such as the nine-cuts mudra (Tamasuya, 2000). These
ritual aspects were mentioned by one of the interviewed
yamabushi, as shown in the Findings. Additionally, an
internal document (Shippōryū-ji, 2011) discusses the
rituals required to enter the mountain, ritual practices in
certain locations inside the mountain and the symbolic
significance of its sacred geography. In this sense, access
is also regulated religiously: from the profane world
to sacred spaces of the mountains, with the yamabushi
acting as mediators for the participants. In sum, the
yamabushi not only undertake the role of the pathfinder
by guiding participants through difficult terrain and
restricting access due to safety reasons but mediate access
with the sacred as spiritual mentors, in line with Cohen
(1985)’s pre-modern guide roles. This is also in line with
findings in previous research by Hellman (2019), who
describes native religious guides acting as mediators
between these spaces. This profane-sacred mediation
shows some similarities with the gatekeeper role of the
cultural resource management sphere (Howard et al.,
2001). However, in the present study, access is conceived
in a religious sense, as Shippōryū-ji does not view its
ascetic practice as a ‘cultural resource’ or the mountain
as an ancestral home or heritage. Also, the yamabushi
do not provide an extensive explanation of the program’s
practices or the location itself; on the contrary, the
embodied experience of the participant is emphasised.
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resource management sphere described by Weiler and
Davis (1993) is not present. For example, one of the
interviewed yamabushi mentioned the importance of
nature specifically due to its alleged supernatural energy
only:
Going to the waterfall has different nuances
concerning ascetic practices. The body is
purified and the supernatural energy of nature
is stored in the body (Yamabushi N2).
Also, no aspect related to the economic sphere as
examined by Pereira and Mykletun (2012) was observed
during fieldwork or mentioned during the interviews.
Still, it is important to note that Shippōryū-ji collaborates
in Izumisano’s tourism industry and the chief abbot is
a member of the local tourism association. However,
during the experience program itself, the yamabushi
do not partake in roles related to the economic sphere.
Finally, findings show that, through the roles they played
during their guidance, the yamabushi were inclined
towards certain narratives over others. For example, the
emphasis on the religious aspects of the mountain over
its natural characteristics was a noticeable point. This
preference for certain discourses and roles during guiding
was observed in previous literature as well (Dahles,
2002; Mcdonald, 2006), and shows that religious guides
are no exception in this regard. As has been shown by
previous researchers, religious destinations are contested
sites with various competing narratives (Sepp, 2014).
Still, different narratives do not have to compete with
each other in a single site, as sacred sites often have a
universalistic aspect to them that enables the coexistence
of multiple discourses (Eade & Sallnow, 1991). This
is shown in the case of Shippōryū-ji, where religious
narratives coexist with the individual experiences of
participants.

Similarly, there is no interpretation of the natural
environment by the yamabushi, as the location is
important due to its symbolic geography rather than its
aesthetic or scientific value. In this sense, the natural
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outside of their institution may be met with resistance
or even generate conflict, as previous research shows
(McGuire, 2013). For example, as mentioned before,
the program’s contents are based on religious practices
and are not necessarily aimed at visitor satisfaction or
revenue. The ever-present risk during the program and
the lack of protective gear further demonstrate this point.
Therefore, any suggestion should be carefully thought
out and in consideration of the religious stakeholders’
viewpoints.

This research demonstrates the validity and importance
of Cohen’s (1985) pre-modern guiding roles for
contemporary tourism in religious settings, although
certain differences were noticeable. For instance, the
yamabushi receive formal training from their seniors on
rituals, mountain paths, and their religious meanings.
As described by the yamabushi themselves, these
teachings are based on oral traditions and mentor-student
relationships. In contrast, pathfinders often rely on
informal expertise (Cohen, 1985). Also, religious guides
are not constricted to pre-modern roles, as they also
adopted some of the other spheres described in previous
literature, particularly the leadership sphere. Additionally,
this research supports the importance of carrying out
qualitative research from multiple sources and avoiding
the sole reliance on interviews and questionnaires when
researching religious institutions, because religious
figures may speak from an ‘official’ stance and leave other
relevant data out, as described by Gregg and Scholefield
(2015). Researchers should be aware of this point and
utilise other sources of information, such as participant
observation and written documents.

Finally, it is important to address the study’s limitations.
Firstly, this paper is based on a sole religion and
geographical location. Future studies may look at
different destinations and religious traditions, as roles
are likely to be influenced by their context. For example,
safety may not be a major component in other settings,
such as tours in religious buildings. Secondly, this study
only examines the perceived role of the religious figures
in guiding, thus not including how the participants
themselves perceive the guides. Valenta and Strabac
(2016) note that professional guides and pathfinders are
perceived differently by participants, thus influencing
other areas such as visitor satisfaction and expectations.
Thus, future research may further examine this point,
which may also be of interest to policy-makers searching
to differentiate a destination from other competitors.
For example, as Valenta and Strabac (2016) observe,
traditional pathfinders are perceived as being more
authentic by visitors, thus opening the path for destination
marketing based on authenticity.

This study also has implications for policy-makers
involved in the development of guiding activities in
religious settings, such as the case of Shippōryū-ji.
Being aware of the roles that religious figures carry out
during visitor activities such as the experience program
is of importance for understanding what kind of guiding
experience is being offered to visitors, and if their
expectations are being met. Utilising the framework
described in the literature, policy-makers can examine
what kind of roles the religious guides are using, and
even suggest the incorporation of additional ones. In this
study’s example, it was found that the yamabushi do not
undertake the roles of the resource management sphere,
described by Weiler and Davis (1993), but policymakers
may suggest its incorporation. However, attempts to
influence the activities of religious figures by stakeholders
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